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The Spectre of Louis Riel: Opera, Archive, and the Silent Witness | FEATURES today" (Segato 13) . One item in his ambitious catalogue caught my eye: "to question why we need to keep re-telling our history." My addendum to this query was immediate: and why use Riel? As I watched the three-hour opera, it occurred to me that I was witnessing the machinery of the colonial apparatus moving with obstinate predictability; the enemy is declared (Louis Riel) as the nation (Canada) presents itself as the Leviathan, in Hobbesian fashion, as a singular sovereign force. Th e hegemonic vigour of this ideological duel is so conventional and iconic that the players move like familiar spectres across the stage-invisible to the naked eye unless the audience knows how to see.
Delving into how meaning is communicated and remembered in the haunted representations of nations, Giorgio Agamben asks a pertinent question: "What is a specter made of?" (38) . His query is apt as I consider the re-emergence of Louis Riel via the revival of the 1967 opera and how the Métis leader is reconstituted, reinterpreted, and remembered in 2017. Agamben motions to signs "or more precisely of signatures, that is to say, those signs, ciphers, or monograms that are etched onto things by time. A specter always carries with it a date wherever it goes; it is, in other words, an intimately historical entity" (38). Indeed, the opera's timeline is freighted with meaning. Th e 1967 and 2017 productions were commissioned under the celebratory halo of nationhood (Canada's Centennial and sesquicentennial, respectively). When describing the 2017 opera, COC Adult Programs Manager Gianmarco Segato explains that "Louis Riel is an historical artefact, infl uenced by the perspectives of its authors, in this case two white men (composer Harry Somers and librettist Mavor Moore) and by its time period … and as such, carries a certain degree of cultural baggage" (12). In short, Riel is objectifi ed. In the hands of Canadian artistic ambassadors, his story stays the course to uphold national agendas. It is what happens next, in the opera's moment of reception in 2017, which is of interest to me.
As a communication scholar, I have been conducting research into the trial of Louis Riel for over a decade. I analyze how the Métis leader was represented in the dominant Euro-Canadian nineteenth-century media and stubbornly question what these historical depictions sustain and evade. Th is investigation now includes examining my own responses as an audience member at the opera. To begin, the title compelled me: Louis Riel . Th is led me to assume that the production would be about the Métis leader, but instead, I observed a production that repurposes Riel to convey a discourse of nation. In 1985, Hayden White contended that "once it is admitted that all histories are in some sense interpretations, it becomes necessary to determine the extent to which historians' explanations of past events can qualify as objective, if not rigorously scientifi c, accounts of reality" (51). In a rendering of Canadian history, Louis Riel is a narrative of conquest. Riel's spectre is a convenient, recognizable, and malleable subject. Th e opera situates the public in a privileged state of authority to witness and judge the perpetual colonial "interpretation" of this nineteenthcentury power struggle between the sovereign and the traitor: this is the pedagogy of nation. In act one, Colonel William McDougall arrives at Pembina with a mission to cross the border that is stymied by members of the Comité national des Métis who assert their jurisdiction; the opera transitions to act two with Ontario Orangeman Th omas Scott advancing agendas and guns westward to install white supremacy, which results in his execution on the order of the Métis Council for his insubordination; and act three brings the rising action of the fi nal battle and Riel's trial. In the end, Riel is always executed. Th e opera's dramatic structure blocks out a routinized plotline encased in a national mythology that culminates in punitive action against the enemy for defying the Dominion's social contract. 1 Riel's disjointed characterization and his fate are sealed in the production's fi nal words declared by the character Dr. Schultz:
2 "Th e God damn son-of-a-bitch is dead!" (Moore and Languirand 60).
3 Still, why must the dominant culture repeat its narrative using Riel? In his New York Times review, Michael Cooper writes that, while the 1967 performance focused on French and English tensions, the 2017 theme "is largely about Canada's eff orts to deprive [Indigenous peoples] of their land and rights" (C7). Th e opera's narrative arc thematizes and contextualizes the relationship between land, treason, and national unity by staging the historical battles to assert a singular and victorious "Canadian" identity. As the character of John A. Macdonald declares: "Nothing can stop us. Nothing will. / If we unite from sea to sea / We shall become a mighty power" (Moore and Languirand 14) . Sarah Carter argues that, "in the course of defi ning the negative aspects of Aboriginal society, as the antithesis of 'civilized' society, Euro-Canadians defi ned what they perceived as their own ideal virtues" (82). Th e dissonance between nationalisms is also explained by Chris Anderson: "Insofar as Indigenous nations live-are forced to live-inside the boundaries of their 'captor nations,' such national articulations are always implicated in memories of invasion, attempted conquest, and (re) settlement" (17). In this sense, Riel is held captive by the opera's colonial storyline that ratifi es as it anchors the misrepresentation and misappropriation of Métis and First Nations peoples' sovereignties and stories. Riel's individual sovereignty is usurped as it manifests in a non-Métis baritone, Russell Braun. Braun's talent is not to be diminished nor is the enormity of his task: his talent and endurance are beyond reproach. Yet he could not bridge the dramaturgical breach that would give him access to the ancestral and present experiences necessary to embody the fi gure of Riel. Braun's performance demanded, yet lacked, the authentic channels necessary to reach the marrow of Riel's passion that would deliver der Geist seiner Zeit (the spirit of his time). For this performance and considering Hinton's objective of "meaningful reconciliation" (Segato 13), Riel should have been played by a Métis baritone.
Hinton did attempt to head off the colonial pitfalls inherent in the 1967 production and emphasizes that his rendition includes "Métis and First Nations artists who will lend their perspective to Somers's and Moore's interpretation of history, retaining the integrity of the original piece but also bring it into contemporary, inclusive practice" (Segato 12) .
In contrast to the disembodied spirit of Braun's Riel, Métis singer and actor Jani Lauzon occupied multiple roles including the Folksinger. Lauzon performs this role using the Métis language, Michif. Bruce Sinclair observed that "this was the moment that made it worthwhile." Sinclair, a Métis playwright, educator, and theatre practitioner, assisted the Michif translator, Norman Fleury, with the translations and noted, "I appreciated Peter's [Hinton] inclusion of Michif. Th e language is in trouble and to be able to hear it and see it on the surtitles with Cree and French was the most remarkable thing for me" (Personal Interview, 2017) . Th is is a signifi cant change from the 1967 production that used, for example, "Song of Skateen" without consent from Nis g a'a people, which is a legal off ence with a potentially negative spiritual impact (Robinson et al. 15) . For the 2017 opera, the COC creative team worked in consultation with First Nations community members to respect Indigenous song protocols (ibid.). Furthermore, Hinton and costume designer Gillian Gallows also claim the "addition of the Land Assembly, a chorus of [I]ndigenous performers who remain on stage for the duration of the opera" is a part of the eff ort of inclusion (Freed 4). Identifi ed by Gallows as "silent witnesses," the Land Assembly chorus juxtapose the Ottawa chorus whose members also remain on stage but are in an elevated position as a backdrop. Th e arrangement is symbolic of House of Parliament members, Euro-Canadian settlers, and a jury, yet, the choruses' spatial ranking reinforces the subjugation of Métis people as it elevates Euro-Canadian hierarchal dominance between the political and cultural bodies. Th e Ottawa chorus is also vocal throughout the opera, and this marks a distinct diff erence from the Land Assembly and how power and voice are distributed. As Michel Foucault explains, "we can understand the discourse of the historian to be a sort of ceremony, oral or written, that must in reality produce both a justifi cation of power and a reinforcement of the power" ( Society 66). In this sense, the power to "silence" the Land Assembly (a synecdoche of Métis peoples) carelessly dismisses the contextual realities that Métis and First Nations people, in an historic and present tense, are not silent , they do resist , and are politically active against the broken Manitoba Act, the dispossession of their land, genocidal policies, incarceration, starvation, and authorized violence. Yet, Hinton maintains that the polarization of the Land Assembly illuminates the message of Riel: "Louis Riel represents not only what unifi es us, but what divides" (Freed 4). Interesting. Who is the "us" that Hinton identifi es? Who has the privilege to decide who "divides" "us"? Th e opera's fractured messaging of unity/division is represented as Riel's responsibility and aligns with the Métis leader's 1885 trial and the Crown's charges that Riel was dividing a unifi ed country (Riel, Th e Queen vs. Louis Riel 70). As Macdonald's character declares: "I cannot let one foolish man / Stand in the way of a whole nation!" (Moore and Languirand 59) .
Th e cathartic moment in a colonial production about Riel is his execution: "By breaking the law the off ender has touched the very person of the prince; and it is the prince -or at least those to whom he has delegated his force -who seizes upon the body of the condemned man and displays it marked, beaten, broken. Th e ceremony of punishment, then, is an exercise of 'terror'" (Foucault, Discipline and Punish 49). Death is the most intimate moment of one's life; yet, the terror of Riel's hanging is used both as a spectacle and an everlasting teachable moment.
Hinton's mission for the COC's 2017 incarnation of Louis Riel to "contribute to Canada's ongoing eff orts to reach meaningful reconciliation with its Indigenous peoples" (Segato 13) and to "de-emphasize colonial biases" (Segato 12 ) is impossible. Ottawa's historic relationship with the Métis nation did not respect their sovereignty. Hinton's desire for reconciliation without eliminating the established structure of the opera serves as a microcosm of the Canadian government's attempt to rebuild relationships using the colonial master's tools-these structures must be removed if any form of transformation is to occur. To "de-emphasize" colonial bias is futile because it serves solely to mask 1967's colonial "cultural baggage" (Segato 12).
Sinclair shared his thoughts with me about the production: "[W]hat I'm starting to think is that we [Indigenous peoples] honour our leaders who have sacrifi ced their lives in a way to let their spirit be. To let them live in our memory and in conversations and that it is not necessarily something that we have to put out there. Instead we write around it." I asked Sinclair what he meant by this, and he explained:
I believe that the reason is that we tell our stories in a diff erent way. It's about ordinary people in our life and we are able to share what we were put here for. It is the spirit of the people. First Nations and Métis lived through residential schools and policies that were designed to kill the spirit, so the spirit of the people has to remain alive in our everyday lives in some respect-it's like a fi re that burns. (Personal Interview, 2017) 4 A line from the poem resonates with the opera and Sinclair's refl ection: "Vous n'eff acerez pas mon passé, car j'y tiens" (92). 5 Riel's words reveal why Indigenous communities must govern their own cultural sovereignties and creative jurisdictions so as not to be robbed of their spirit and stories. Métis and First Nations peoples should not be segregated as "silent witnesses" but should remain full creators in the production of their stories in their own way. Th en, and only then, is a Riel story possible. "Th e Cree caught us in ourselves," Sinclair refl ected further, " [T] hey called the Métis people Otipemisiwak which means 'the free people' or 'the people who own themselves' because we didn't follow the colonial rule." (Wherry) . Ironically, Baird's comment fails to recognize that Macdonald not only attempted "to erase," but actually extinguished Indigenous histories through residential school systems, the Indian Act, and genocidal polices. In his 28 August 2017 statement, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau remarked that "the federal government has no plans to remove the name of John A. Macdonald from any properties or structures under federal purview" ("No plans to remove John A. Macdonald's name"). Institutional power then continues to determine how lives and nations are etched onto things by time while others are rendered invisible.
Notes
2 Sir John Christian Schultz was an Ontario politician and businessman. He was the leader of the loyalist organization the Canadian Party and a member of the Canada First movement. Both organizations promoted British Protestantism as central in the building and expansion of Canada. It remains of interest why the creators of the opera, in both 1967 and 2017, gave the production's fi nal voice to Riel's nemesis, a Canadian nationalist.
